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Vladimir Ivanovici
«Luce renobatus»
Speculations on the Placement and Importance of Lights
in Ravenna’s Neonian Baptistery
Crystallised between the 3rd and the 5th century as one of the key moments in the 
life of Christian communities, baptism was perceived as a ritual re-enactment of Je-
sus’. Due to an apocryphal tradition that placed a light theophany at His baptism 
the sacrament came to be associated with light very early on.1 The choice, in the 
early 3rd century, of a nocturnal setting appears related to the appreciation of arti-
ﬁ cial lights as capable of recreating the theophanic effect.2 Baptism thus provides 
one of the ﬁ rst venues for the study of early Christian symbolism attributed to light 
in ritual context.
The language of illumination which came to characterise the sacrament can 
thus be related not only to the symbolism of the act but also to the peculiarities 
of its physical enactment.3 Orchestrated as a theophanic experience, Late Antique 
baptism relied on lights to substantiate the Divine Glory. As Geir Hellemo noticed: 
The rite itself, by means of its visual character, creates the basis for the eyes’ con-
templation which opens the way for an interpretative image of the events repro-
duced by the ritual. The rite provides the external condition for outer as well as 
inner visual processes in those participating in it.4
The setting provided both the momentary vision of heavenly realities and a life-
long memory of it, light transpiring from the sources as a key element in the mise-
en-scène. Despite the ritual’s complete dependency on artiﬁ cial illumination and 
the abundance of literary and architectural sources, modern scholars have not ad-
dressed the relation between the two beyond the obvious.5 Furthermore, when 
dealing with baptisteries, the aspect of their nocturnal use is almost always over-
looked although, we believe, it changes fundamentally the perspective on the build-
ing and the ritual it hosted. Given the element’s importance we will reconstruct the 
minimal functional and symbolic illuminative requirements using the Neonian or 
Orthodox Baptistery in Ravenna as case study. Given that no original illuminative 
Hanging lamp with a hand 
holding a cross, 6th or 7th 
century, Byzantine
(The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, The Cloisters Collec-
tion, 1974).
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setting survived, we rely on a careful analysis of structural forms, rhetoric of deco-
rative materials, iconographic expressions, and theology.
Light and Lighting in the 4th- and 5th-Century Baptismal Ritual
The ritual was reorganised in the 4th century by the Church Fathers, its fundamen-
tally mimetic character being replaced by an imagery of death and rebirth drawing 
on Paul’s Epistle to the Romans 6.3-9. Placed in the context of Adamic Christology, 
baptism came to be credited with the change of the neophyte’s ontological foundation 
from Adam to Christ, engendering the development of a complex imagery which, 
among other motifs, posited the neophyte as a Christ-like ﬁ gure and the baptistery as 
Eden. The baptistery was thus the setting of a ritual death and rebirth, a contrast that 
was enacted visually by the opposition of the dark, unsettling water of the font with 
the lavishly decorated scenes of the upper registers. The construction of baptisteries 
as individually standing buildings follows from this process of reconceptualising, with 
the obvious purpose of providing a physical scene for the enactment of a theophan-
ic ritual that ﬂ eshed out the Christian salvation history and eschatological promises.6
In an often-quoted study on the development of baptism, Edward Yarnold re-
lated the reformation of the sacrament to Graeco-Roman initiation ceremonies that 
often relied on a stark contrast between dark and luminous spaces, the latter present-
ed as theophanic.7  Indeed, the practice described by Cyril and the other Fathers who 
adopted the Pauline death/rebirth imagery appears to draw on the secular experience 
of mystery initiations being a complex mechanism of enculturation that relied on the 
ritual’s impact on the physical senses.8 Organised as a succession of visual, spatial, and 
epistemic thresholds the ritual was designed to increase tension and build expecta-
tions that would be eventually fulﬁ lled in the baptistery.9
The rite began with a forty days preparation that was both physically and psy-
chologically demanding. Apart from catechism and deprivation of food, sleep, and 
personal hygiene, the photizómenoi also endured the constant stressing of their un-
worthiness.10 At the end of the preparation, characterised by recurrent emphasis on 
baptism’s dangerous and “awe-inspiring” nature, the catechumens were taken to the 
baptistery at night, stripped naked, anointed, and immersed into the font’s water.11
Identiﬁ ed as the process through which the human being regained the Divine 
Image and Likeness lost by Adam, baptism was presented as a one’s return to Eden. 
As it exited the font, the body of the neophyte was indicated as representing the lumi-
nous Image of God that Adam ﬁ rst bore, the act of chrismation, the full-body anoint-
ment that preceded one’s immersion in the font, producing Christs (literally: anointed 
ones).12 As the wet and anointed body of the neophyte reﬂ ected the light cast by the 
lamps and candles present in the baptistery the luminous Glory that had vested Adam 
before the Fall became visible, symbolising the believer’s return to Eden.13
The symbolism invited thus the use of as many lights as possible in the mise-
en-scène, Cyril of Jerusalem referring to the night of baptism as “... that night, the 
darkness which shines like the day...”14 The nomination of the baptistery as photis-
térion (place of illumination) indicates its perception as fundamentally luminous. In 
Ravenna bishop Peter Chrysologus (c. 380-451), Neon’s predecessor and main theo-
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logian of the Western capital, attests the use of the ritual’s luminosity as indicative 
of heaven: 
Intelligite, ﬁ lioli, quanta perfectorum, quanta fortium gloria sit et potestas, 
quando tanta uirtus in ipso conceptu, tanta maiestas aperitur in partu.15
Furthermore, the bishop of Ravenna constructs in his sermons the case of the neo-
phyte exiting the font as the visible image of Christ, a luminous sight that provided 
the onlookers with a theophanic spectacle.16 For Chrysologus the font, assimilated 
to the Virgin’s womb in order to emphasise the Christic character of the baptisands, 
gave birth to neophytes “reformati ad nostri imaginem creatoris”.17
The Orthodox Baptistery
Late Antique Ravenna is part of a cultural current that between the 4th and the 6th 
century appreciated light and its manifestations (reﬂ ections, radiance, brightness 
etc.) as symbols of theophany.18 Preserving the material expression of a theology and 
aesthetic of light known mainly from literary sources, Ravenna’s buildings allow us 
to glimpse at the material context through which a new, essentially luminous aesthet-
ic taste was disseminated along with a new conceptualisation of cultic structures as 
containers of theophanic sacraments. Regarding the illumination of these spaces lit-
tle is known, extant sources mentioning only Galla Placidia’s “lucernam cum cereo-
stato ex auro purissimo” and Theodoric’s donation to St. Peter’s in Rome of two silver 
candlesticks weighting c. 30 kg.19 
The Orthodox Baptistery was built in a less ostentatious manner by Bishop Ur-
sus (sed. c. 399-c. 426) and restored by Bishop Neon (sed. c. 450-475), the result of 
the intervention being a double structure, “an internal aerial structure in the form 
of a baldacchino and an external shell which, essentially unconnected with the vault 
and arcades inside, provided for them a simple, solid sheath”.20 The building follows 
the Milanese octagonal pattern, originally alternating on the ground ﬂ oor protruding 
niches with doors. Above the ﬂ oor level eight windows open while the upper third 
of the structure provides the shell for the tubi ﬁ ttili cupola. Partially engulfed by the 
swampy terrain, the baptistery’s original pavement stands now 3 m below the present 
one. The alteration modiﬁ es the perception of the interior as it was intended by its 
designer, affecting the immediacy of the solar motif dominating the cupola’s decora-
tion and the relation between the separate decorative zones. 
The presence of eight large windows (2.4x1.4 m) on a building designed to be 
used nocturnally can ﬁ nd various pragmatic explanations but only one symbolic ef-
fect: as with other aspects pertaining to the catechetical process the bishops paid at-
tention to details that increased the unbaptised persons’ curiosity, attracting them 
thus to conversion. Physically, visually, and epistemically secluded from the ritual, 
non-Christians saw through the windows the impressive light present inside the bap-
tistery, their interest in participating growing. Inside, the windows provided a glassy 
surface on which the ﬂ ickering of the artiﬁ cial lights played, adding to the general 
luminosity of the scene. Of the original artiﬁ cial lighting system nothing remains ex-
Fig. 1
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cept for eight holes in the cupola, the existence of which was related to individual 
hanging lights by Guglielmo De Angelis d’Ossat.21
Speculations on the Placement of the Lights
The ritual’s complexity imposed the clear identiﬁ cation of the key visual points in-
side the baptistery, three areas transpiring from the sources as essential: the verti-
cal axis uniting the cupola with the font, the main niche where the bishop sat, and 
the opposing part where Christ tramples on the Devil.22 In the Neonian decorative 
program their importance is attested by the rhetoric of materials. Proﬁ ting from the 
recent invention of golden glass mosaic, the designers used it in areas important to 
the ritual, this most luminous texture and hue inviting the presence of ﬂ ickering 
light sources. 
The main focus was the cupola’s central scene for which, we believe, a large 
chandelier was used. The eight holes piercing the cupola were related by De An-
gelis d’Ossat with individual hanging lights, thesis contested by Claudia Tedeschi. 
Having the opportunity to observe closely the hole to the right of Simon Canana-
eus, Tedeschi argued that due to the fact that the transversal tube used to produce 
the hole did not advance to the rim of the mosaic decoration, the rope or chain of a 
hanging light would have applied pressure directly on the mosaic layer.23 Despite its 
resilience, the structure of the cupola is very delicate (only 25 cm thick) and such a 
pressure would have affected it or at least damaged the mosaic by rubbing against 
it. The use of a centrally placed chandelier had the advantage of collecting the eight 
strings and, if placed in the right position (the holes have a 15° inclination)24 annul 
the pressure by balancing the weight forces. Centrally placed lighting devices are 
_ Figure 1.
Ravenna, Orthodox Baptistery, 
c. 450. Decoration of the 
cupola with indication of the 
eight holes
(photo V. Ivanovici 2011).
_ Figure 2.
Section of the Orthodox 
Baptistery after Neon’s 
restoration (after Kostof 1965), 
with the position of the 
monumental chandelier 
(graphic development L. Pini).
Fig. 1
Fig. 2
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attested in baptisteries by the Roman Liber Pontiﬁ calis mentioning Constantine’s 
donation of a twelve-ﬂ ame lucerna aurea to be placed super fontem in Sant’Agnese 
fuori le mura’s baptistery.25 Monumental chandeliers are mentioned by the same 
source in 4th-century Rome and related with baptistery-like buildings in the mosaics 
of the Thessaloniki Rotunda, probably of the 5th century.26 
The use of a central, round chandelier is supported not only by the inclination of 
the holes but also by the scene’s iconography. Organised as a sun, with the baptism in the 
Jordan on the disk and the apostles and vegetal candelabra as rays, the motif has a num-
ber of Christian and non-Christian connotations that would have been clear for the Late 
Antique catechumen.27 The assimilation of Christ with the sun as well as the postulation 
of the latter as main catalyst of a vision during initiation into a cult, two notorious Late 
Antique elements, were thus overlapped in the cupola. It is our contention that the scene 
_ Figure 3.
Ravenna, Orthodox 
Baptistery, c. 450, 
mosaic decoration detail
(photo V. Ivanovici 2011).
_ Figure 4.
Thessaloniki, Rotunda,
detail of the mosaic 
in the cupola 





(photo V. Ivanovici 2011).
Fig. 4
Fig. 1
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presents Christ as the sun and source of light for the baptistery, an enactment of John’s 
description of the heavenly Temple in Rev. 21.23:
And the city had no need of the sun, neither of the moon, to shine in it: for the glory 
of God is its light, and the Lamb is its lamp.
The display of golden mosaic tesserae corroborates the solar thesis, testifying to the 
designer’s awareness of their privileged relation with light and their deliberate placement 
in a manner that augmented the solar reference. The pieces are arranged in longitudinal 
stripes that enhanced the perception of the scene as a radiating sun.
On a lower level, corresponding to the eight holes in the cupola and the windows, 
there are eight metal rings which could have been used to hang individual lights or, more 
likely, for a more complex illuminative scheme that, hanging at the level of the windows, 
would have interacted with their reﬂ ective surface. Further down the walls, the texts on 
the niches’ arches, as well as the prophets placed on a golden mosaic background invite 
proper illumination. The ledge level most certainly hosted a series of hooks from which 
lamps could hang after the manner attested in 6th-century churches like Hagia Sophia in 
_ Figure 6.
Display of golden mosaic 
tesserae in the decoration of 
the cupola of the Orthodox 
Baptistery, Ravenna 
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Constantinople.28 The niches, originally probably decorated with mosaic at least on the 
semidomes, required the distinctive illumination of their upper part due to their height. 
Hanging lights seem appropriate, perhaps of the kind donated in the same period by 
Pope Hilarious (sed. 461-468) to the Lateran baptistery, ten-ﬂ ame lanterns weighting 2.3 
kg.29
The niches’ lower half would have most likely been lit by two or four tall candle-
sticks each, placed on the ﬂ oor, as well as by smaller candlesticks or lamps standing on 
furniture. The theophanic character of the main niche, where the bishop stood receiv-
ing the neophytes as they exited the font was stronger, sources mentioning the bishop’s 
association during the ritual with a luminous celestial being. It appears thus justiﬁ ed to 
assume a greater concentration of lights in and around his niche. Along with the latter, 
the font remains the focal point at ground level. Round, the font was not large enough to 
hold a central light as the one in Lateran.30 Due to its shape, the entrance and exit points 
would have been indicated by candlesticks placed on its side, an articulation so common 
for baptismal fonts that it permeated into their iconography.31 Indicating the direction 
and ﬂ anking the priests helping with the immersions, the font’s candlesticks also inter-
acted with the water’s surface, sources praising the scintillating effect.32
Upon exiting the font towards the bishop’s niche, the neophyte was supposedly 
_ Figure 7.
Proposed distribution of 
light sources at ground level.,
plan of the Orthodox 
Baptistery after Neon’s 









surrounded by a greater number of lights meant to interact with the anointed and wet 
surface of his body. The entire area towards the East (SE in the case of the Neonian Bap-
tistery) would have been better illuminated as it stood for the Garden of Eden in which 
the neophyte now re-entered, after dying and resurrecting with Christ through baptism.
The exact system remains, of course, outside of our reach. Even a meticulous a-
nalysis of the structure promises little due to the number of restorations. Random holes 
that could be related to various lighting devices are still discernible in many areas of the 
baptistery but it is difﬁ cult, if not impossible, to date them to the 5th century.33  Thus, for 
the Neonian baptistery at least, relying on written sources and surface textures seems 
to be the only relevant course of action. Common sense advocates the use of lights in 
those parts where golden mosaic, texts, and relevant images were placed. The resulting 
scheme, overlapped with the one transpiring from the analysis of the ritual, indicates the 
likely illumination system.
Conclusion
Reliance on a visceral response to an architectural staging of theology seems normative in 
Late Antique Italy. In light of literary sources, it becomes evident that the motif of the sun 
posed a central problem in the Christianisation of the north-Italian area, catechetical dis-
courses recurrently addressing the problem posed by belief in astrological determinism 
and, especially, by the appeal of the sun.34 Chrysologus’ description of both Christ and 
the perfect Christian as resplendent as well as the mise-en-scène of the baptismal scene as 
a visual discourse arguing in favour of Christ as the sun appears thus part of an attempt 
to harness solar phenomena for Christian use. If read as an enactment of Chrysologus’ 
theology of the neophyte as a Christic ﬁ gure and of the local assimilation of Christ with 
the sun and the apostles with His rays, Neon’s baptistery evinces the central role played 
by light in the baptismal process.
Placed by Spiro Kostof at the very passing from Late Antiquity to the Early Middle 
Ages, the Neonian restoration combines the concept of the sacrament as participating 
in heavenly realities with the local need to offer a sensible experimentation which, out of 
necessity but also as a mirroring of local theology, came in the form of light.




Sulla scorta dell’analisi della teologia battesimale e 
dell’iconograﬁ a tardoantica, il presente articolo for-
nisce una ricostruzione degli elementi basilari depu-
tati all’illuminazione del rituale religioso. Il Battistero 
ortodosso (o neoniano) di Ravenna è stato scelto co-
me caso di studio in quanto presenta una decorazio-
ne originale quasi completa, un programma architet-
tonico rappresentativo e una buona documentazio-
ne scritta costituita da fonti locali contemporanee al-
la sua costruzione. Attraverso la sovrapposizione del-
le informazioni ricavate dai testi con la retorica dei 
materiali utilizzati nel battistero, analizzati per le loro 
qualità riﬂ ettenti, l’autore propone una ricostruzione 
delle originarie condizioni di illuminazione dell’edi-
ﬁ cio.
Notes
_ 1. First mentioned in Justin Martyr’s Dial. c. Tryph. 
8.83 written around 160 C.E.
_ 2. The early 3rd-century Acts of Thomas ch. 26 pre-
sents baptism taking place at night in a lavishly illumi-
nated public bath. By the 4th century, nocturnal bap-
tism was generalised.
_ 3. On the relation between baptism and illumi-
nation see J. Ysebaert, Greek Baptismal Terminolo-
gy: Its Origins and Early Development, Dekker-Van 
de Vegt, Nijmegen 1962, esp. pp. 171-174. The motif 
of the light theophany associated with Jesus’ baptism 
permeated into the scene’s iconography, the 4th-cen-
tury catacomb of Marcellinus and Peter and the 6th-
century Rabulla Gospel featuring depictions of the 
event in this form. Even more important for the pre-
sent study is the early iconographical association of 
baptism with artiﬁ cial lights. The ﬁ rst known baptis-
tery, that of Dura Europos, shows the virgins carrying 
lamps, a 4th-century ivory now in the British Museum 
includes the scene at Jordan ﬂ anked by two candle-
sticks, while the 6th-century baptistery of La Skhira 
in Tunisia features a mosaic with numerous lamps. 
Baptismal fonts are also adorned with images of can-
dles, the one in the cemetery of Ponziano featured a 
painted cross holding two burning candles right over 
the font. See also those in Sidi Jedidi and Kélibia dis-
cussed below, n. 31.
_ 4. G. Hellemo, Adventus Domini: Eschatological 
Thought in 4th-Century Apses and Catecheses, Brill, 
Leiden 1989, p. 236.
_ 5. Regarding the role lights played in the ritual, 
modern authors limited themselves to underlining 
the relation between the candle/lamp that was hand-
ed to neophytes as they left the baptistery and their 
souls’ newly gained purity. 
_ 6. Already Cyril of Jerusalem Procat. 4 seems to re-
ly on the architectural setting’s impact: “Let the very 
place put you in awe and be admonished by what you 
see” (trans. A.J. Wharton, Ritual and Reconstructed 
Meaning: The Neonian Baptistry in Ravenna, “Art 
Bulletin”, 69, 1987, 3, pp. 358-365, 362 n. 20). The 
sight of God, otherwise notoriously unavailable, ap-
pears as a standard promise in catechetical lectures 
cf. Ambrose De Myst. 8, Zeno of Verona Tract. 1.23, 
Theodore of Mopsuestia Hom. 2.18, etc. 
_ 7. E.J. Yarnold, The Awe-Inspiring Rites of Ini-
tiation: The Origins of the R.C.I.A., T.&T. Clark-Li-
turgical Press, Edinburgh-Collegeville 19942 (1971). 
For various manners in which light was manipulated 
in ancient and Late Antique initiatory rituals see the 
process at Eleusis in J.N. Bremmer, Initiation into the 
Eleusinian Mysteries: A «Thin» Description, in C.H. 
Bull et al. (eds.), Mystery and Secrecy in the Nag Ham-
madi Collection and Other Ancient Literature: Ideas 
and Practices. Festschrift for Einar Thomassen, Brill, 
Leiden 2011, pp. 375-397 and Apuleius’ Metamor-
phoses 11.21-3. Interesting techniques seem to have 
been developed in Mithraism during the early em-
pire. See R. Merkelbach, Mithras: ein persisch-römis-
cher Mysterienkult, Albus im VMA-Verlag, Wies-
baden 1998, Figs. 55, 62, 87, 99, 134, 145, 164 for the 
manners in which light was used to enhance the per-
ception of the cult’s imagery in the mithraic “caves”.
_ 8. Ambrose De Myst. 1.2 admitted that in his cat-
echetical experience “deinde quod inopinantibus me-
lius se ipsa lux mysteriorum infunderit, quam si ea ser-
mo aliqui praecucurrisset” (ed. and trans. G. Banterle, 
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